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New Jersey: A State in Peril 

For years, union officials in New Jersey have gotten politicians from both parties to give in to their 
incessant demands for lavish taxpayer-funded benefits. Today, New Jersey has the highest property 
taxes in the nation and the highest per-pupil school spending. This has resulted in the largest state 
population loss1 in the nation and a massive budget deficit.  

Fortunately, the deficit-friendly approach to budgeting is falling out of favor, as state and local 
governments feel the squeeze from public employee compensation. The spectacle of government 
employee unions lobbying for expanded benefits, even as private sector workers experience layoffs, has 
not played well with the voting public. Many now support the effort to rein in public sector 
compensation. However, New Jersey still has a long way to go on the road to fiscal sustainability and 
economic competitiveness.  

New Jersey’s current situation is not pretty. New Jersey residents pay the highest property taxes in the 
nation—averaging $7,300 per homeowner.2 The state has the highest per-pupil spending at $17,600 per 
student.3 The unemployment rate is 9.1 percent and continues to exceed the national average.4 The 
state’s long-term debt is one of the highest in the country.5  

 

Government Unions and New Jersey  

In 2009, for the first time, more union members in the United States worked for government than for 
the private sector. This is a fundamental shift in the makeup of organized labor. Private sector unions 
are limited in what they can demand from employers, because they have an incentive for employers to 
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remain in business. By contrast, public sector unions have no incentive for any such restraint, because 
governments do not go out of business. In fact, unions, through their political activity and donations, 
work to elect their own bosses. Moreover, agency bureaucrats face the same incentive as the unionized 
workers they supervise: to get more taxpayer funding. 

This shift of unionism from a private sector to a mainly public sector phenomenon occurred even as 
overall union membership was falling. Unions lost over 612,000 members in 2010, most of them in the 
private sector. In 2010, 7.6 million government workers belonged to a union, while only 7.1 million 
private sector workers did. Only 11.9 percent of all wage and salary workers, public and private, are 
union members, and the percentage of union members in the private sector is a mere 6.9 percent.6 

The membership fall-off is striking even in union-friendly New Jersey. The percentage of New Jersey 
workers represented by unions fell from 19.9 percent in 2009, to 17.7 percent in 2010. Actual union 
membership was even lower—falling from 19.3 percent in 2009 to 17.1 percent in 2010.7  

Still, New Jersey has the fifth-highest percentage of government sector union members: 59 percent of 
government workers are union members and 60.6 percent are covered by union contracts. In New York, 
the number-one state for government union membership, 70.5 percent of government workers are 
union members and 72.9 percent are covered by union contracts.8 

 

The Pension Problem and Steps in the Right Direction: 

In June, the New Jersey General Assembly gave its final approval to pension and health care reforms 
that would have been unthinkable a few years ago, when organized labor’s political power was enough 
to block any attempts at reform. However, hard financial realities have made those reforms not only 
necessary but also politically viable.  

New Jersey is currently saddled with over $110 billion in unfunded pension liabilities and health 
insurance costs. A study from the Mercatus Center at George Mason University shows the state actually 
owes more than $170 billion in pension costs when using private-sector accounting methods.9 The 
estimate is five times more than the FY 2011 budget and over 40% of the Gross State Product. 10 

New Jersey state workers fall into five separate pension systems: the Teachers’ Pension and Annuity 
Fund (TPAF), Public Employees’ Retirement System (PERS), Police and Firemen’s Retirement System 
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(PFRS), State Police Retirement System (SPRS), and Judicial Retirement System (JRS).  If the state made 
its full annual contribution to all the pension systems—which the recent pension reform law will require 
after a seven year phase-in period—the total would be $3.5 billion or more than 10% of next year’s 
proposed budget.11 

This year’s pension reforms could dramatically improve New Jersey’s fiscal outlook.  The new law means 
that employee contribution rates in PERS and TPAF will be increased from 5.5% of their annual salary to 
7.5%, while contributions to PFRS will rise from 8.5% to 10%. Moreover, new members of PERS and TPAF 
will be required to accrue 30 years of service at age 65 to qualify for early retirement. The changes also 
eliminate automatic annual Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLAs) for current and future retirees, unless 
they are re-enacted by the Legislature.12 

PERS and PFRS retirees will be prohibited from collecting full retirement benefits while simultaneously 
holding elected offices that allow them to earn further pension credits.  The reform package also 
increases contribution rates for benefits on a sliding scale that is related to income. Employees will pay 
at least 1.5% of their salary toward health benefits and up to 30% of the cost of their insurance. Similar 
increases will be required of retired workers, unless they have 20 or more years of service.13 

A new, less expensive insurance plan for public employees is also included. This will give all public 
workers the option of paying a lower premium by providing an alternative to the current “Cadillac plan” 
for health insurance that is now the standard.14 

The U.S. Department of the Treasury predicts the reforms will “save the state and local governments a 
combined $3.9 billion in pension obligations in the first ten years and $120 billion over 30 years. The 
Department also expects the state and localities to save $3 billion by the tenth year in health care 
costs.”15  

 

Lavish Benefits Funded by Your Tax Dollars 

Big Labor’s Political Might and the Vicious Circle 

For years, government unions in New Jersey have been a political juggernaut that has grown 
accustomed to calling the shots. Seeking money and political support, candidates promise these unions 
the moon. Once elected, they deliver and promise to give more so the unions will help with their re-
election bids. Everyone is happy except for the taxpayers who get stuck with the bill. However, times are 
changing. The fact that unions are not always getting their way suggests that the public is finally saying, 
“enough is enough.” There is much damage to be undone.  

Pushing back against the taxpayer, the New Jersey Education Association (NJEA), the state affiliate of the 
National Education Association, is one of the most powerful unions in New Jersey.  The union’s influence 
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has led to higher property taxes and blocked reforms. While it favors the Democratic Party, NJEA also 
maintains influence with a sizable number of liberal Republicans who keep taxpayer-funded public 
employee benefits flowing.  

With 200,000 members and $100 million in dues, the NJEA has historically had the power to make or 
break state officeholders.16 In 2010, according to The Bergen Record, the NJEA’s political action 
committee spent $522,000 on the unsuccessful re-election campaign of former Democratic Governor 
Jon Corzine. The union gave campaign contributions to 94 percent of state legislators, both Democrat 
and Republican, over the past five years.17 

The NJEA has been a persistent opponent of school choice initiatives that would help break up the public 
school monopoly and anything that affects its dues or power. The most recent example is the union’s 
vitriolic opposition to the Opportunity Scholarship Act (S-1872/A-2810), a private school voucher bill. 
The NJEA argues that the bill will “drain $1 billion in state funding from public schools.”18 The legislation 
would give the poorest children in New Jersey the ability to choose which school to attend. The problem 
for the NJEA is that the children may choose better private schools that are not unionized. The 
opposition is less about the children and more about job security and collecting dues.  

 

No Secret Ballot in State Employee Union Organizing Elections 

Although the card check and binding arbitration provisions of the so-called Employee Free Choice Act 
never saw the light of day on Capitol Hill, they remain in full force for many New Jersey government 
workers. 19 The National Labor Relations Act and the Railway Labor Act, cover most private sector 
employees, but not a few specific types of workers, including state and municipal employees, who are 
covered under state laws and regulations.  

In 2005, New Jersey became one of several states where government unions can organize workers 
through a process known as card check elections, when then-Acting Governor Richard J. Codey signed A-
1820/ S-194 into law.20 In a card check election, a union can be formed by a majority of employees 
simply signing cards out in the open. Card check takes away a worker’s right to vote to join or refrain 
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from joining the union by voting in secret.21 This may lead to pressure tactics and even intimidation by 
union organizers.22 

 

Interest Arbitration: When unelected bureaucrats rule and voters lose 

Many decisions that cost taxpayers money are out of the hands of voters and their elected officials. Over 
30 years ago, the New Jersey State Legislature instituted interest arbitration as a way to settle public 
safety labor contracts. The process results in large portions of collective bargaining negotiations being 
done by unelected bureaucrats, not locally elected officials. Thus, the voters have little to no say. 
Interest arbitration has translated into burdensome mandates for municipalities, which have been 
forced to cut back on other services in order to cover their skyrocketing payrolls.23 

Some states and municipalities gave interest arbitration to police and firefighters in exchange for them 
not being allowed to strike.24 Over time, the interest arbitration process has led to escalating public 
safety salaries, as it has locked in raises, leaving elected officials with little room to maneuver. In many 
cases, elected politicians are powerless to curb these excesses. The bureaucrats who make the decisions 
are not accountable to voters, and thus have no incentive to resist union demands. As a result, they 
consistently give in to heavy union lobbying—at the expense of taxpayers.  

Challenging an arbitrator’s decision can be difficult and costly. Consider the following example. In 1998, 
the then-Mayor of Bogota, New Jersey, Steve Lonegan, scored a rare victory over the arbitration system. 
The Police Benevolent Association (PBA) demanded that civilians not be allowed to serve as dispatchers, 
unless the changes were negotiated with union leaders. Instead of hiring additional police to patrol the 
streets, Mayor Lonegan had some of the existing officers move from behind the desk and onto the 
street.  

By hiring civilians who were not paid as much as police officers, Mayor Lonegan was able to provide 
substantial savings for the taxpayers of Bogota. The mayor asserted that these changes were 
“management’s prerogative” and not a negotiable issue subject to union bosses’ permission.  An 
arbitrator disagreed and ordered that only police could operate as dispatchers. After costly and lengthy 
litigation the New Jersey Public Employment Relations Commission ruled in favor of the mayor.25  The 
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PBA appealed the Commission’s decision to the New Jersey Supreme Court, which ultimately denied 
disposition and tossed out the case. 26 

“The system is stacked against us,” said Lonegan. “We all support the police; we just don't want to go 
bankrupt doing it.” Lonegan and his constituents prevailed, but it should not have necessitated a costly 
multiyear court fight. The battle came at a time when going against a government union as strong as the 
PBA was thought to be political suicide but the victory paved the way for the type of collective 
bargaining reforms we see today and set the precedent for all other union claims to follow throughout 
the state.  

New Jersey’s Renegade Supreme Court 

Working in a similar fashion as interest arbitration, New Jersey courts have taken decisions away from 
elected officials and turned them over to unaccountable elites. Beginning in 1973, the New Jersey 
Supreme Court has repeatedly interjected itself into education policy and forced tax hikes onto local 
residents in an effort to redistribute the wealth and bring funding for poorer school districts into parity 
with wealthier districts.27 The Court has assumed the part of both legislator and executor of the laws, 
overstepping its constitutional role of simple interpretation.  This works to the advantage of the NJEA 
because rulings translate into more taxpayer dollars funneled into the dysfunctional education 
bureaucracy.  

For almost 100 years, no court viewed the funding mechanism underpinning K-12 education as a matter 
open to adjudication. In 1981, the advocacy group Education Law Center (ELC) brought a lawsuit (Abbott 
v. Burke) that resulted in a series of rulings known as Abbott rulings. As a result of the court’s 
intervention, the state has been forced to pump billions of dollars into the so-called “Abbott Districts,” 
which include cities like Camden, Elizabeth, Jersey City, Newark, Passaic, Paterson, Trenton and Union 
City. The idea is for poor districts to be put on an equal footing with wealthier districts.28 

In subsequent Abbott rulings, the court has ordered state officials to maintain equal levels of funding 
and to support supplemental programs aimed at boosting the quality of education in urban settings. 
Gregory Sullivan, a practicing attorney and columnist for the Trenton Times, decries an "imperial 
judiciary" at work that has violated the separation of powers. "How much money is spent and where has 
nothing to do with the constitution," he says. "It has everything to do with determinations by legislators 
and governors who are electorally responsible for their decisions. By contrast, it is essentially impossible 
to hold any court accountable for the squandered millions that have been judicially ordered for 
decades."29 

What is really at issue is a long overdue effort on the part of a tenacious chief executive to restore the 
court to its proper station in constitutional orbit. Unlike his predecessors, Governor Chris Christie (R) has 
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been willing to call out unelected judges who have coerced their overpriced, ineffectual policy 
preferences on the public and usurped the power to tax and spend from elected lawmakers. 

 

Project Labor Agreements 

Unions impose costs on taxpayers in addition to government employee compensations, through 
government project contracting rules that favor union firms. Union-friendly politicians achieve this 
through Project Labor Agreements (PLAs), which are negotiated between employers and unions before 
workers are hired. PLAs, which have a long history in New Jersey, require contractors, including non-
union ones, to have a union represent their employees on government-funded construction projects. 
The National Labor Relations Act generally prohibits such pre-hire agreements, but makes an exception 
for the construction industry.30 

According to a study by the Massachusetts-based Beacon Hill Institute, PLAs raise construction costs by 
about 18 percent. 31Another study from Maurice Baskin, a law partner with Venable LLP in Washington, 
D.C. who represents construction employees, concludes that PLAs reduce competition and delay project 
completion.32 The agreement also requires non-union workers to pay into union benefit programs, 
which they will likely not work long enough to vest.  

Both Republican and Democratic governors have accommodated construction unions by enacting PLAs 
on state projects. Since 1993, Governors Jim Florio (D), Christie Whitman (R), and James McGreevey (D) 
all signed executive orders opening the way for PLAs. (Governor Christie campaigned on reversing New 
Jersey’s policy of mandating PLAs on government projects, but he has yet to make good on that 
pledge.33) 

Union favoritism to government maintenance projects do not even end with projects conducted by the 
state. In the twilight of his term, Governor John Corzine (D) signed an anti-privatization bill that forced 
local officials to pay union wages for maintenance projects such as vehicle maintenance, tree trimming 
and landscaping. That prevented them from saving taxpayer money by outsourcing these projects to 
private contractors.34 

Government officials do not deny that PLAs are costly and economically counterproductive. A 2008 New 
Jersey Department of Labor and Workforce Development report is revealing in that regard. It found that, 
“School projects that used a PLA tended to have higher building costs, as measured on a per square 
footage and per student basis, than those that do not use a PLA.” In fact, they are 30.5 percent higher 
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than for all non-PLA projects. It also noted that, “PLA projects tended to have a longer duration than 
non-PLA projects.” For FY 2008, the average duration of PLA projects (12 of them) was 100 weeks 
compared with 78 weeks for non-PLA projects (60 of them). 35 

While New Jersey is one of the more unionized states in the nation, a significant majority of its 
construction workforce—72 percent—is non-union.36 PLAs essentially lock out the majority of workers 
from projects funded with their own tax dollars. 

 

Conclusion 

Recently New Jersey elected officials have made great strides in taking back the state from the grip of 
government employee unions. Much more needs to be done. The pension changes Governor Christie 
has advanced are actually quite modest and restrained in comparison to what other states have 
accomplished.  

Other states are quietly surging past New Jersey in implementing cost-saving reforms. In April 2011, 
Ohio Governor John Kasich signed into law a major collective bargaining reform37 that bans strikes by 
government workers and prevents unionized workers from negotiating healthcare, sick leave and 
pension benefits. The bill also does away with automatic pay increases and bases future raises on merit. 
Finally, the legislation gives elected officials the final say in contract disputes and does away with 
unelected bureaucrats writing unsustainable contracts through binding arbitration.38 Savings estimates 
for the bill go as high as $1.3 billion according to Ohio’s Department of Administrative Services.39 

The battles between entrenched government employee unions and taxpayers are far from over. New 
Jersey must continue to get its fiscal house in order, even if it risks a furious backlash from those who 
have fed at the public trough for years. The Christie administration’s pension reform signed into law 
earlier this year and budget cuts are a good start, but lawmakers must go further to fix our badly broken 
state. Recovery is possible but New Jersey still has a long road to go before it gets there.  
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